Learning and innovation: A narrative analysis by Reissner  SC
Newcastle University e-prints  
Date deposited:  25th October 2010 
Version of file:  Author’s final 
Peer Review Status: Peer-reviewed 
Citation for published item: 
Reissner SC. Learning and innovation: A narrative analysis. Journal of Organizational Change 
Management 2005,18 5 482-494. 
Further information on publisher website: 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com 
Publisher’s copyright statement: 
The definitive version of this article, published by Emerald Group Publishing Ltd, 2005, is available at: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09534810510614968 
 Always use the definitive version when citing.   
Use Policy: 
The full-text may be used and/or reproduced and given to third parties in any format or medium, 
without prior permission or charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not for profit 
purposes provided that: 
• A full bibliographic reference is made to the original source 
• A link is made to the metadata record in Newcastle E-prints 
• The full text is not changed in any way. 
The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the 
copyright holders. 
 
 Robinson Library, University of Newcastle upon Tyne,  Newcastle upon Tyne.  
NE1 7RU.  Tel. 0191 222 6000 




Contact Details  
 
Dr. Stefanie C. Reissner  
Lecturer in Human Resource Management  
Newcastle University Business School  
Armstrong Building  
Queen Victoria Road  
Newcastle upon Tyne  
NE1 7RU  
UNITED KINGDOM  
Tel. +44 191 222 7359  
Email: stefanie.reissner@ncl.ac.uk 
 
  2 
LEARNING AND INNOVATION: A NARRATIVE ANALYSISi 
Abstract 
Purpose: To investigate the relationship between learning, organizational change, 
organizational culture and narratives. The issues are explored on the basis of a case 
study of an automotive supplier based in North-East England where learning is deeply 
integrated in the daily routines of the company. 
 
Design/methodology/approach: The project reported upon in this paper was of 
qualitative and interpretive nature, using narrative cross-national comparative 
research. The main data collection method was in-depth interviewing with 
organizational members from all hierarchical levels. The interviews were tape-
recorded, transcribed and fed back to the interviewees. The data was analyzed using 
grounded theory. 
 
Findings: The research concludes that organizational change, learning and culture are 
deeply interwoven. More specifically, the success of the case study company is based 
to a large extent on its people focus and unique learning culture, which are reflected 
in, separable from and sustained by the prevailing organizational narratives. 
 
Research limitations/implications: The generalizability of case studies is limited, but 
opens up new questions to be explored by further research into the relationship of 
organizational change, learning, culture and narratives. 
 
Practical implications: Organizational narratives are a powerful tool for managers to 
examine cultural aspects within the firm, which should be used more widely. 
 
Originality / value: The paper raises interesting issues for management researchers, 
challenging some previously taken for granted assumptions. 
 
Keywords: Narrative, Organizational change, Learning organizations, Organizational 
culture 
 
Paper type: Research paper. 
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LEARNING AND INNOVATION: A NARRATIVE ANALYSIS 
Introduction 
The past few decades witnessed not only a strong trend towards globalization and 
enormous technological developments (Castells, 2000), but also profound changes in 
the structures of employment (Usher et al., 1997). As a result, people have to adapt to 
a number of changes at a personal and professional level at rapid pace, which 
increases the need for continuous learning throughout adult life (Coffield, 1998). 
Learning in this context is best seen as sensemaking, which is a social and situated 
process (e.g. Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), that is deeply bound up with 
notions of change (Beer et al., 1990). Sensemaking is a broader idea than cognitive 
development, which too often is the focus of accounts of learning. The challenge is to 
link the context to the cognition; narrative analysis provides a means of doing so. 
 
In parallel, social theory has had to change as well to explain the development of a 
new form of society and the new forms of learning it sustains. This has involved a 
shift from a focus on mere cause and effect relationships to a focus on meanings, 
symbols and values in human interactions (Sztompka, 1999), as these are exemplified 
in narratives, and how people construct a meaningful world through stories. Narratives 
become a kind of code that transforms uncertain change into something meaningful 
and comprehensible. They are a rich source of information concerning the company’s 
strategy, power relationships, degree of success, expectations (Taylor et al., 2002) and 
organizational culture (Gabriel, 2000).  
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This paper describes a UK-based case study of a current research project in the field of 
organizational development and learning, focusing on the role of sensemaking in the 
learning process and on how learning can take place through narratives. It 
demonstrates how narrative analysis can serve as a useful tool to enrich ideas about 
the management of change in successful organizations. The key point is that change 
demands new learning and this expresses itself in changes in the prevailing narratives 
that in total constitute the culture of the organization. The learning that takes place in 
organizations cannot be separated from changes in their organizational culture. 
Narrative analysis provides a powerful tool to clarify both. 
 
Tallent – An Introduction
1
 
Primary research for this study was carried out at ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent 
Chassis, an automotive supplier in the North-East of England with about 1,100 
employees at the time of data collection. The company seemed ideal for this research 
project because of its remarkable development over the past twenty years, which led 
from mere ‘metal-bashing’ activities to producing complex sub-frame components for 
most leading brands of passenger cars (Taylor 1994). Harrison and Taylor (1996a, 
introduction) refer to ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis’ as ‘a struggling 
engineering company [that] has been transformed into a successful world class 
                                                 
1
 I would like to thank Mr Bernard Robinson, OBE, then Managing Director of ThyssenKrupp 
Automotive Tallent Chassis for allowing me to conduct research at Tallent and all interviewees for their 
time and openness. 
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competitor.’ And one interviewee told me at the end of an interview: ‘This is a 
success story, Tallent. You couldn’t have picked a better factory.’  
 
This is the central narrative of this company’s organizational culture, which is 
internalized by all recruits and continually retold as part of the company’s efforts to 
define itself and its mission. It has become reflexive (see Giddens, 1990; Soros 1998) 
and is not only told continuously, but also believed. In other words, this narrative has 
become real for the members of this organization, is lived in the daily routines and 
represents the “Tallent way” of reconstructing the past, working in the present and 
planning for the future.  
 
The company was founded in 1948 and produced fancy goods made from pressed 
metal like cigarette boxes and powder compacts. After a take-over the organization 
concentrated on the production of household appliances like washing machines and 
dishwashers. However, the company also made other products from pressed metal, 
including a limited range of decorative parts for the automotive industry (Tallent 
Engineering, 2000). One interviewee highlighted that at that time ‘we were “jack of 
all trades”, but master of none’. 
 
According to the prevailing stories about the successful development of the company, 
the firm’s real development started in 1980s when Bernard Robinson, who began his 
career as an apprentice tool maker at Tallent, became managing director. In the 
interview Bernard Robinson himself explained: 
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We used to lurch from crisis to crisis and basically generally all of 
those crises used to end up in people being fired or made 
redundant. We were known as a hire and fire company. I used to 
say this company doesn’t know where it’s going, it doesn’t have a 
strategy. … When I first took over in fact the idea was to change 
the strategic direction of the company. We could not be all things to 
all men, we had to break the mould - we had to do something 
different. And as a result of that we decided to specialize in 
automotive chassis and suspensions, which is what we do now. As a 
result of that we set about how do we do that, how do we train 
people in the middle of the depth of the 81/82 recession. We 
actually increased our apprentice intake, doubled it because of the 
new technology we decided to bring in. We changed it from a 
general apprenticeship although it had been always focused on 
qualifications as well as the practical side of it, the vocational side 
of it, we wanted to actually move into mechatronics, which is what 
we did. … So we had people who were much more rounded 
technicians who could do all these things; but also move them ... 
progressively into management structures as well. 
 
This interview excerpt highlights the importance of people and learning within 
ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis after the leadership change in 1980. 
However, learning here does not only comprise the acquisition of skills, but more 
importantly the learning through narratives to rewrite the past. The key message of the 
story cited above is “if we had not changed, we would have gone under”. Overall, the 
change in leadership is seen as a turning point in the firm’s history (see Bruner, 1986 
for more details on moments of change), at which the underlying narratives and stories 
of Tallent’s culture and self-understanding have changed. 
 
According to Harrison and Taylor (1996b) Bernard Robinson’s vision for Tallent’s 
future was also based on superior product quality and price through robot technology, 
new production processes and close co-operation with customers and suppliers. In the 
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1980s robot technology was introduced together with cellular manufacturing and 
teamwork, linked with quality and customer service. During that period, Bernard 
Robinson recognized that ‘future competition between manufacturing nationals will 
not … be a competition of technologies but of people’ (Robinson, 1997) and 
integrated this philosophy into daily routines. 
 
Bernard Robinson’s vision about Tallent’s future became reality and the company has 
been growing continuously since the 1980s and is now achieving world-class 
standards in terms of quality and delivery (Laycock, 1994). Since 1992 the company 
has been part of the corporate environment of ThyssenKrupp who ‘retained the 
existing management and their plans for the business’ (West and Burnes, 2000:1245) 
and thus the company continues to grow and succeed. Two years ago the name was 
changed into ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis to reflect increased 
responsibilities in this new corporate environment. This is reflected in a narrative of 
pride, of which the essence is in my interviewees’ words: ‘we’re the jewel in 
Thyssen’s crown’. 
 
The prevailing interpretation within the company to explain its obvious commercial 
success is that a commitment to people is what made it possible, not technology alone. 
Bernard Robinson firmly believes this and his way of thinking, his formulation of the 
“Tallent story”, has become reflexive (e.g. Giddens, 1990; Soros 1998), i.e. it has 
become true for people throughout the organization. It is, however, contested, 
although not in a way that represents a challenge to the company; it can rather be 
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The data upon which this study is built were collected both through documentary 
research and qualitative open-ended interviews. The documentary research in the 
preparatory stage of the interviews enabled the researcher to become familiar with the 
specific company and country context. Materials included industry information, 
company publications, previous case studies and newspaper articles. In this step, the 
researcher acquired the necessary background knowledge as a basis for the interviews.  
 
Individual, face-to-face and in-depth interviews formed the core of the material 
analyzed. These interviews with members from all areas and hierarchical levels of the 
organization lasted up to two hours and focused on the individuals’ stories and 
interpretations of their experience of change. The interviewees were selected on the 
basis of their length of service and of their career development within the 
organization. Interviewees with long-standing service and those who have moved 
across boundaries (for instance, from the shop floor into management) are a 
particularly rich source of information on how the organization and its stock of stories 
have changed over time. 
 
During a period of three months, thirty interviews with twenty-seven present and three 
past employees were conducted. Among the interviewees were only four women, 
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which reflects the male environment of this established engineering company. The 
employees interviewed have a length of service between three years and 46 years with 
19 interviewees (i.e. nearly two thirds) working for the company for more than 20 
years. In total, the interviewees have 716 years of working experience at Tallent. 
 
All interviewees were encouraged to tell their stories and focus on their personal 
experiences in the firm. Although the interviews were unstructured, nearly all 
interviews covered similar topics, including changes and milestones of the company’s 
development, working climate, communication policy, leadership, and reasons for 
Tallent’s success. At the first glance these themes may not seem to be linked to the 
subject of this study; however, the stories and narratives collected at ThyssenKrupp 
Automotive Tallent Chassis painted a rich picture of development in these areas, 
which were bound up in a bigger moment of global change and which required 
learning by all members of the organization.  
 
As the research focuses on individuals and their stories the researcher has chosen a co-
operative approach such as the one Reason and Rowan (1981) favor in order to 
guarantee a joint learning process on the part of researcher, interviewees and 
companies. The interviewees received a written briefing about the purpose of the 
research in advance and any questions from the interviewees were answered at the 
beginning of the interview. After the transcription of the tape-recorded interview the 
interviewees were encouraged to make any corrections, changes or comments to what 
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they had said. Both tapes and transcripts remained completely anonymous and 
confidential.  
 
The company received a preliminary report after the first analysis stage, on which 
interviewees and senior managers were welcome to comment. All interview excerpts 
presented below are based on interpretations, which have already been fed back to and 
commented on by the interviewees. The researcher is therefore confident of the 
veracity of both data and interpretations. 
 
The interpretation of events is inherent in the methodological approach taken in this 
project. One key task of the researcher, who takes the roles of an observer-reporter and 
of a stranger (Levine 1971), is to make tacit assumptions explicit. According to Boje 
(1995:1000) ‘the storyteller and the story listener are co-constructors of each story 
event’ and as a result, the voices of storyteller and the researcher cannot be clearly 
distinguished in all circumstances. 
 
Narrative, Organizational Change and Learning 
The rationale for the specific study reported here is derived from a number of 
theoretical themes in the contemporary literature of change management and the 
current contexts of global economic change that exerts their pressures on all facets of 
business and work organizations. With the rapidly changing business environment, 
organizations have to change as well and adapt to the new circumstances if they want 
to survive. Companies have to adapt rapidly to changing markets and technologies 
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(Kimberly and Bouchikhi, 1995), but without neglecting the human factor (Szamosi 
and Duxbury, 2002). However, the future of the organization has to be built on its past 
(Pettigrew, 1990) since ‘yesterday’s events shape today’s behavior’ (Kimberly and 
Bouchikhi, 1995:10) and change has to be understood historically (Van de Ven and 
Poole, 1995).  
 
In such a dynamic environment, it becomes increasingly important for companies to 
compete on a skill basis (e.g. Grant, 1997; Whitehill, 1997). Concepts that link 
organizational effectiveness and professional development gain in importance (e.g. 
Hemmington, 1999). New definitions of learning evolve, in which vision and 
creativity (Senge, 1990a) are included. It is widely recognized that learning has to be 
conceptualized as a process through which individuals constantly re-order and re-
interpret their experience (e.g. Levitt and March, 1988). Storytelling supports people 
in their sensemaking at the workplace, but it has to be supported by an organizational 
culture based on the moral values of openness and trust (e.g. Garvin, 1993; Lane and 
Bachmann 1998). 
 
For many firms, the ultimate goal is to become a learning organization, in which 
learning is incorporated in daily practices and routines (e.g. Nonaka, 1991; Senge, 
1990b). New ideas are both a key prerequisite and a trigger for organizational 
learning. No learning takes place, however, unless such ideas become part of the 
thinking of employees and of the ways in which they interpret their experience. 
Narrative analysis provides a powerful tool for exploring this question and becomes 
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increasingly popular in the study of organizational behavior (e.g. Czarniawska, 1998; 
2004; Gabriel, 2000; Boje, 2002) and in the analysis of organizations (e.g. Kleiner and 
Roth, 1997).  
 
By adopting a narrative approach, the individual employees and their attitudes and 
perceptions are put in the centre of the research. Narrative represents the individual’s 
identity (Funkenstein, 1993) and the communication through stories is widespread 
(Riessman, 1993). The analysis of narrative can construct meaning (Rosenthal, 1993) 
and by putting narrative into a specific context, it can lead to what Geertz (1973) 
labels ‘thick description’. In other words, the ability to construct meaning by telling 
stories (Bruner, 1986) and to construct social reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) 
makes narrative an important means of communication in daily life and a valuable 
research method in the field of studies of change. 
 
According to Weick (1995), learning is an outcome of the concept of sensemaking. 
Stories can act as a sensemaking and learning tool because they also comprise the 
elements of language, symbols, shared meanings and social interaction. Morgan 
(1993) suggests that a story has to be replaced by a new story when a situation has 
changed to make sense of the new circumstances. On the other hand, a change in 
narrative involves new learning through the reinterpretation of the situation (Reissner, 
2002). The challenge for the researcher is to find out the agreed narrative structure in 
the specific context to capture changes in self-perception, awareness, relationships and 
identity.  
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Shared Narratives 
At ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis, a remarkably high number of stories 
and narratives are shared among all employees, covering a range of issues mainly 
linked to the company’s philosophy. For instance, all employees recognized the need 
for customer focus, profitability, flexibility and commitment as well as a sound 
information policy. These add up to a coherent perspective to explain the success of 
the company in the past and their grounds for optimism with regard to future success. 
These stories also legitimate management actions and styles of working. 
 
These stories are also reflexive (e.g. Giddens, 1990; Soros 1998) in that, as they say in 
the plant, ‘everybody sings from the same song sheet’, which is to say that members 
of the organization speak the same language. This common jargon is woven into and 
reflected by the narratives told in the company. It also shows how British 
manufacturing has been changing in the last two decades, moving to consensual forms 
of industrial relations rather than conflicted ones (see Fox, 1974). Each of the ideas 
discussed above can be seen to carry forward particular clusters of story and narrative 
and require detailed attention. 
 
Customer Focus 
At ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis the customers are placed in the centre 
of its activities and all members of the organization acknowledged that there is no 
business without customers. The narrative frame of meaning that described this 
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phenomenon includes a number of stories and could be summarized on the basis of 
the interviews as follows: ‘our customers matter to us, we respect them and do 
everything we can to satisfy their needs’.  
 
The customers seemed to appreciate all these efforts because they awarded the 
company various awards for excellent quality and service, which are displayed in the 
reception area. In this way, the story of their success is lived and presented to visitors 
with pride. Although the attitude behind the “customer-is-key” narrative is merely 
regarded as common sense by the top management team, the importance of the 
customer is consciously communicated throughout the organization. Due to the 
industry structure, the company has a limited number of customers so that they would 
lose a relatively large share of their turnover were they to lose one single customer. 
 
This “customer-is-key” narrative is deeply embedded in daily routines and therefore 
taken for granted. At present, it seems to be the only logical account for all members 
of the organization. However, the company’s history suggests that this narrative frame 
of meaning only developed in the 1980s after the firm was turned round. This 
narrative is most likely to have changed in accordance with the changes at different 
organizational levels, but the previous narratives are not recalled to be relevant. 
 
Profitability 
Everybody at ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis is aware that the company 
has to make a profit - otherwise it will have to close down. The “profitability 
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narrative” can be summarized on the basis of the interviews in that way. All 
interviewees agreed that the need for profitability increased since the company 
became part of the more global corporate environment of ThyssenKrupp.  
 
Many employees believed that ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis’ future in 
their established premises was secure as long as they supplied competitive products 
and made a profit. Otherwise the customers would not be prepared to source new 
business and the parent company might close them down and transfer the work to 
more profitable plants. Interviewees highlighted that ‘the emphasis is on profit. 
Obviously everybody wants to make a profit’ and ‘every year ... we have to make a 
profit, we have to be more efficient.’  
 
This “profitability narrative” is crucial for the firm’s continued development and 
success and appears to have gained in strength since Tallent Engineering joined the 
larger corporate environment of ThyssenKrupp. It makes sense to the everyday 
experience of management practice of all employees of the firm. The parent company 
and its shareholders want to see good profits as a rationale for further investment. 
Consequently, there seems to be an underlying fear among many interviewees that 
ThyssenKrupp will close Tallent down if it does not deliver and that they will lose 
their jobs.  
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Flexibility and Commitment 
Virtually all employees agreed that a good degree of flexibility and commitment were 
key requirements within the company. Flexibility is part of the company philosophy 
and reflects the sometimes tight time frames in the industry. The “flexibility narrative” 
is linked to the “customer-is-key narrative” and the prevalent just-in-time requirement 
in the industry since in the case of a machine breakdown, for instance, employees 
have to solve the problem as soon as possible. One manager described the need for 
flexibility as follows:  
 
It’s not chaotic, it sometimes borders on … managed chaos. … You 
have to have a degree of flexibility about your time planning. 
 
The core group of ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis’ workforce is highly 
loyal to the company and committed to give their best. The “commitment narrative” is 
deeply embedded in the organizational culture with a remarkable ‘can-do attitude’. 
Interviewees contended that there was actually a ‘Tallent spirit in the air’, which is 
hard to grasp or describe. The stories that capture this aspect of the company’s culture 
play an important role in the induction and training of new employees, which are often 
perceived as a culture shock by new employees, as one interviewee pointed out:  
 
There’s a certain Tallent way of thinking and you either sink or 
swim in that environment. 
 
The “flexibility and commitment” narrative has another facet to it, which is the 
transformation of commitment to motivation. One interviewee asserted:  
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As a general rule ... from the support areas it’s a hundred per cent 
commitment. And I think it’s almost the norm ... it’s almost “we’ve 
got to do it ... we can’t let ourselves down”. 
 
This story, which is a key part of the firm’s self-understanding, is often related directly 
to the company’s success. One manager explained in the interview:  
 
That’s probably the key area of our success. It’s down to the 
commitment and the support, the technical competence and the 
support of all people in the organization. 
 
This commitment is likely to be supported by the context of this organization, in 
particular the location of the plant and the way of leadership. It is located in the North-
East of England, an area of traditionally high unemployment (One North East, 1999). 
Management shows loyalty to the region by recruiting locally whenever possible and 
by promoting managers from within. The management team has been able to largely 
bridge the gap between management and the shop floor, so that there has only been a 
slight distinction between “them” (management) and “us” (workers) that is contextual. 
As a result, a climate evolved, in which the employees could understand the rules of 
the new economy and which resulted in a new self-awareness. 
 
The need to be flexible and committed may have its origins in the humble beginnings 
of the firm with a shortage of staff and other resources. Put differently, in the early 
days people had to give everything to keep the company going and to keep their jobs. 
This narrative has not changed, although the underlying rationale for the need for 
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flexibility has. In contrast to former times, it is now linked to customer-focus and the 
requirements of the new global economy. 
 
Information 
ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis’ company philosophy highlights the 
management commitment to an open information policy, which makes the 
“information narrative” an important part of the company’s culture. The vast majority 
of employees asserted that information was an important part of their working lives 
within the organization. In order to overcome the drawbacks of rapid growth, monthly 
briefings have been introduced to reach all employees. Employees from lower 
hierarchy levels in particular appreciate the trust, which the top management team 
gives them. One interviewee remembered that: 
 
I got to know what was happening and I was pleased to know what 
was happening rather than listening to the gossip and the snippets. 
 
In general, employees appreciate the invitation to participate more actively in 
corporate life, which makes them feel valued and which increases their self-
confidence. An open information and communication policy together with open 
dialogue in the organization seems to be vital in supporting people in their daily 
sensemaking (Höhler, 2002). In that way, employees can cope better with the 
widespread information overload and lack of meaning in the current environment and 
learn more about their own role in the new global framework. 
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Together these stories, which are much more elaborate and detailed than the key 
issues that can be reported here, interconnect into a larger narrative that defines the 
shared sense of the past within the company. These narratives provide employees at 
all levels with a framework within which to interpret their experience of change 
working within this company. Embedded in them is a rather complex understanding of 
the commercial focus, shaping their experience. It would be too facile to say that 
employees had merely absorbed a modern ideology of management. Employees in this 
plant have learned the strategies that global capitalism requires of successful 
companies. 
 
Patterns of Narratives 
Conflict is an inherent feature of human relationships and therefore present in any 
organizational context (e.g. Jones 1991); employees from different backgrounds see 
and interpret the world in different ways. Despite a large number of shared narratives, 
there appears to be a slight ‘them and us’ divide between staff / management and 
workers at the “coal face”. Although not as pronounced as it may be in other 
manufacturing firms, this divide nevertheless reflects the typical view point of those 
two groups: management/staff tend to have the view down the hierarchy, while 
workers have the view up and a mutual understanding cannot always be reached. 
Areas of disagreement at ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis include 
information and communication policy and the company’s reputation.  
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Information and Communication Policy 
While the interviewees from the shop floor generally rated the monthly briefings and 
the information communicated as good, the managers at ThyssenKrupp Automotive 
Tallent Chassis were aware of the company’s weaknesses in terms of information and 
communication. They asserted that ‘communication is never good enough’ and 
emphasized the need for better two-way communication. One manager stated in the 
interview ‘I think probably that’s where we’re not good enough at, at talking to 
people, letting people know what’s going on.’  
 
It was also widely recognized among managers that the information policy had 
deteriorated within the last few years: ‘Maybe we’re not as good at communicating as 
we were.’ This sentiment is crystallizing into a new story in the plant and adds a 
covert gloss on the still prevailing narrative of good information. One manager, 
acknowledging the findings of this research when they were fed back to the 
management team, explained that their energies over the past three years focused 
mainly on expansion, new technology and systems change, they had neglected in-
house communication. This self criticism, typically from this company, turned into a 
new, future narrative. He insisted that, now the problem was recognized, they would 
put it right! 
 
Managing Director Bernard Robinson pointed out that  
 
Even though we communicate a lot, the two-way communication in 
those circumstances is not what I would like it to be. I would like 
them to be much more robust in challenging us and the company in 
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terms of what we’re doing rather than us just be giving out the 
information without two-way feedback. 
 
However, he asserted that the management team was currently working on ways to 
improve communication and in particular two-way communication between staff and 
employees at the “coal face”. What is referred to here as two-way communication can 
be characterized as open dialogue to discuss conflicting stories. This attitude seems to 
be at the center of ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis’ culture and self-
understanding and appears to focus on further improvement of their way of working. 
 
Reputation of ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis 
After a long period of recurrent crises, both management and staff agreed that the 
company’s reputation was very good and that the name of ThyssenKrupp Automotive 
Tallent Chassis would be a good reference in the case of a career move. One employee 
remembered: 
 
When I first started quite a lot of people said ... “Tallent, couldn’t 
you get anything better than that?” … But now when you say “I’m 
working at Tallent” [they say] “mmh, it’s gone from strength to 
strength.” It’s got a much better impact on people in the area that 
it ever had. 
 
The employees were proud of the achievements over the last twenty years and the 
company communicated their world-class standards for marketing purposes. The 
above interview excerpt captures the official story ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent 
Chassis wants to communicate to its environment. It is shared by a large majority of 
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employees, mainly from management and administrative areas, but also from the shop 
floor. 
 
At the “coal face” there is a somewhat different picture, which manifests itself as a 
somewhat different, covert story. Although many interviewees admitted that the 
company’s reputation had improved considerably over the years, they still asserted 
that it was in some respects not a good company to work for.  
 
For instance, shop floor workers tended to compare their employer with other 
companies where social facilities are more elaborate. They missed a proper canteen 
where they could get a hot meal in their breaks. Additionally, they thought that their 
long-standing service was not valued enough by the management because there are 
only two days where loyalty and commitment are officially valued: the day of the 
twenty-fifth year of employment and the day of retirement. ThyssenKrupp Automotive 
Tallent Chassis does not organize social events for past employees, which is also 
regarded negatively: ‘They don’t look after you that way.’ 
 
In general, though only relatively recently, the gap between management/staff and the 
“coal face” seems to have widened. Long-standing shop floor workers in particular 
compared their early days in the company with the current situation and found that the 
relationship between the two groups had deteriorated. This is an emerging story that 
challenges many aspects of the official narrative. 
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I believe that a lot of people on staff treat people as a two-a-penny 
on the shop floor. I can see it day by day, going around, the things 
that’s said, the attitudes, the way people are talked to. They were 
never talked to like that years ago. 
 
However, this leads to a lower trust in the subordinates, a lower morale and finally 
lower commitment to the work itself: ‘As long as they pay the wages at the end of the 
month that’s why you come here for.’ The narrative device or trope of the Golden Age 
in the past when everything was better has developed here and is one that senior 
management intends to counteract by encouraging a wider understanding of the 
competitiveness narrative that the company’s future demands. 
 
Conclusions 
This case study has shown that sensemaking is a learning process that leads to a new 
understanding of the world. Employees at ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis 
learned to make the uncertain changes of the new global economic order meaningful 
by developing new narrative frames of meaning that were not there before. Narrative 
analysis provides a powerful way of revealing changes in personal and organizational 
stories and narratives, relating personal experience to organizational developments 
and these, in then turn, to wider changes in the global economic order. 
 
The narrative process of learning as sensemaking (e.g. Weick, 1995) helped people at 
ThyssenKrupp Automotive Tallent Chassis to make their experiences at the workplace 
meaningful. There has been a development of their understanding of the new 
economic rules that in a global economy demand profound changes in the behavior, 
  24 
perceptions and identities of manages and workers alike. Evidence of changes in these 
domains is exemplified in the prevailing patterns of narrative that make up the 
changed organizational culture of this company. There may have been other ways for 
the plant to develop, or indeed, to fail in the market place. The actual course taken by 
this company cannot be separated from the changes that took place in the shared 
patterns of understanding around the Tallent model and its deep rationale that is now 
recoverable in the stories people tell about their experience of working there. 
 
Narrative analysis tries to identify the significant moments in which stories change 
(e.g. Bruner, 1986). These key moments require a change in perception, and therefore 
a change in narrative, to make sense of the new circumstances. This is a form of 
learning. Narrative analysis gives people in the plant a tool to explain the changes that 
they were experiencing at the time. These shifts in perception and understanding are 
not without new contradictions, however. Nor can they be guaranteed for the future.  
 
The key message after this piece of research is: if one is interested in learning, one 
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